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Responses to Farmer et al.

What Is Better -- Complex Or Simple Civilization?
Andrew Targowski, Western Michigan University
targowsik@wmich.edu
The Farmer-Henderson-Robinson approach to comparing civilizations in statu nascendi at
the level of the big cross-cultural picture is a good example of a method for comparing
civilizations. The selected attributes of pre-modern religions and philosophical thinking
are in agreement with Arnold Toynbee’s (the father of the ISCSC) understanding of a
civilization, namely through its set of values expressed in a practiced religion. The authors
see striking similarities in the patterns of growth and decline in cosmological traditions from
late-classical to early-modern times in different parts of the world. However, later these
similarities disappear, because according to the authors, the maturing religions of
Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism develop independent structures of ideas, symbols,
and patterns of behavior. In other words, a simple world develops and reaches a level of
advanced self-organizing ability, “superiority,” and closed, protected territory.
The question is: what level of world civilization is better? A simple horizontally unified,
open world-wide civilization or a complex one, vertically specialized, closed and hostile to
others? It seems that today world civilization, while transforming into a global civilization,
is at the stage of an early new civilization, similar to that in the mid-first millennium BCE,
studied by these authors. Such global attributes as CNN, Globeish (Global English-basic),
similar dress codes, dollar/euro, and the Internet represent convergences embraced by the
masses that are overwhelmed by the flood of information.
Furthermore, in the past, truth was independent of personality and prior experience of the
observer. Today, truth is relative and “customized” to a user’s profile. Two users posting
the same question will get two different answers from Google since each one has a different
set of cookies. Are we then pre-programmed to know several truths? Can a world without
a unified truth support the modus operandi of a successful, sustainable civilization?
Nowadays, cyber technology is adding a new layer of civilization – virtuality. The young
generation likes it since it can escape from a sometimes brutal reality to an abstracted
virtuality. Is this the beginning or end of civilization? In other words what is better, complex
or simple civilization? How should we live today? This is the question that may be answered
by these three authors, if their research curiosity will go beyond the first millennium BCE.
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Commentary Traditions and the Evolution of Premodern Religious and
Philosophical Systems: A Cross-Cultural Model (1997)
Michael Andregg, University of St. Thomas
mmandregg@stthomas.edu
The authors did their best to apply modern computational modeling methods to a wide
variety of religious texts written long before the birth of Jesus of Nazareth. It is of course
possible to model anything if one tries hard enough. The practical question is whether all
that work is worth something of value after it is done.
Readers must answer that themselves, because “value” is a very subjective thing, like the
hundreds of assumptions that must be made to process raw (thus invariably very ‘dirty’)
data from ancient times into something that can be processed with ‘1s’ and ‘0s,’ the
language of modern computers. No doubt some computers can do miracles, designing
complex machines like modern aircraft and beating human chess Grandmasters. But my
experience with failure in other domains, like the causes of wars, suggests extreme caution.
There is certainly some real value in their review of ancient texts from China, the Indus
Valley, Egypt, the Hebrew Bible and so forth – it is very thorough. And subsequent work
stimulated some excellent inquiries about the probable dates of Vedic texts in particular. I
am much more skeptical of the value of the modeling and attempts to apply a buzzword of
the last 20 years, “neuroscience.” Nothing against brains; I am a biologist and without
brains we could not write or read a single word. But a certain religious reverence has
emerged about what brain science can tell us about ancient religions, similar to the quaint
belief that computers can explain (or even PREDICT) anything if you give them enough
electricity.
So, here are some problems the authors bravely try to overcome. They are extremely hard
problems, so let us be kind and respect their attempt.
1. All of the primary data is extremely ‘dirty’ in that dates of origin are often vague,
manuscripts are often fragmentary and fragments often contradict each other; almost
none of those are ‘original’ but rather copies, and most of those have been ‘touched’
by many unnamed editors who added confusing commentary and subtracted things
they didn’t like. Translations are always necessary, since not one was written in
modern English, and different translators always produce different translations.
Which was the accurate one? That can be a really big problem to the literalists who
think that each word comes direct from the mouth of an infallible god, but that is
another problem. Finally, as the authors are very well aware, people interpret the
meaning of even standardized scriptural literature quite diversely. Thus the term
“exegesis,” which represents the art of trying to figure out what original authors
meant by whatever words they actually wrote before the editors and elements got to
any allegedly sacred texts. Exegesis is more art than science, and the authors use
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that term about one zillion times as they explain the impossible mountain they are
attempting to climb.
2. Some things are very easy to quantify, and thus to model with computers, like
television images or the ballistics of baseballs, bullets and missiles. Other things
are almost impossible to quantify, like the correct meaning of words like “justice,”
“wisdom” and “corruption.” Religious literature is notorious for addressing issues
like justice, wisdom, corruption of tyrants, ethics, souls, and similar philosophical
topics. While the authors identify their algorithm explicitly, they cannot describe
the dozens to hundreds of coding rules they would have had to create, and to train
reviewers in, to prepare these ancient textual fragments, as translated by someone,
for massaging by computers or neuroscientists with skulls in their hands.
3. Therefore I will just note a few of the emergent problems revealed by the mammoth
effort to apply such methods to causes of war, called appropriately the Correlates
of War project initiated by eminent political scientist J. David Singer and historian
Melvin Small. This eventually involved over 30 PhDs at many great universities in
North America and Europe and did a lot to clean up their data.
Unfortunately, the cleaning process required focusing on just those variables that
could be easily and collectively quantified, so issues like civil wars (dynamically
different from interstate wars) and corruption of governance (a major cause of many
wars, especially civil wars) simply got omitted. “Little wars,” especially if they
involved “non-states” like indigenous peoples, got omitted too, so large events like
the near genocide in North America that enabled the University of Michigan to build
its big computers at Ann Arbor simply disappeared from their databases.
And many very important causes of even world wars could not be addressed at all
because there are not enough “degrees of freedom” for their statistics to handle
situations with very few reliable cases.

That is enough on the problem of causes of war except to summarize the general problem.
When you are trying to model hyper-complex phenomena, there is often strong temptation
to erase or ignore the muddy parts so that your statistics can have some harder numbers to
crunch. Problem is, you often erase the really important parts of complex human
phenomena when you do that. One other result: your models can get very good at
“predicting the past” which is one way they are tested. But they are usually awful at
predicting the future, which was the original reason to inquire.
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Consider the relatively easier, but very well-known case of modeling weather. The best
computer models can do amazingly good jobs predicting out for a few days, but none of
them do a very good job once you’re trying to predict a month out. And because of the
great importance of weather to everyone from farmers to astronauts, billions of dollars and
thousands of scholars have been devoted to that task for decades.
Farmer et al. have created an extremely abstract model of ancient thinking about eternal
questions and done their best to fit this into forms and frames created by modern computers
and some (not all) neuroscientists. It is filled with abstract transformations and assumptions
necessary to do that. So I would say that if you like this sort of thought experiment, have a
ball. You will learn a lot.
But if you want practical answers to the dilemmas of modern civilization which is
undoubtedly transforming in many ways, or answers to fundamental religious questions, do
not expect much enlightenment from their brave attempt.
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